I disclose that as a member of the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC), I piloted the status report on the polar bear in Canada. In 2008 COSEWIC assessed the bear as a species of Special Concern. Polar bears have become a tool in the politics of global warming. Many interest groups attempt to either dramatize or downplay their conservation status. This book presents the Inuit viewpoint on polar bear harvest, western science and politics.
Most chapters deal with the fallout of the listing of polar bear as Threatened under the US Endangered Species Act (ESA), which shut down the import of hides ('trophies') into the USA. Because most sport hunters were from the USA that listing will have an economic impact on Inuit communities that sold part of their bear quota to sport hunters. Several chapters report in detail how the harvest in Canada is regulated, the use of traditional knowledge in establishing quotas, how different Inuit communities decide who gets to shoot each bear, and the economic and social consequences of the sport hunt. Others consider how the media portrays polar bear conservation and Inuit, or explore the relationships between Inuit, scientific data and visiting sport hunters.
One chapter summarizes the response of the Nunavut government to the proposed ESA listing, and provides a science-based critique. The book mostly emphasizes how a regulatory decision in a foreign country had a negative economic and social effect on Inuit communities. Because quotas will be filled by Inuit hunters, curtailing the sport harvest will not affect the number of bears killed. It will, however, reduce the economic benefits of the hunt. A recurring theme is that a concern over global warming led to a decision that affected the sport hunt and will have no impact on carbon emissions.
Possibly because shrinking ice cover forces bears onto land, Inuit now see more bears than some years ago. Some elders recall times when bears were seldom seen. Inuit appear convinced that the bear population is healthy and probably increasing. The rest of the world, meanwhile, is told that polar bears are going extinct. Inuit depend on wild animals for food and income, and were severely affected by the European ban on seal products. They now have one more reason to resent people in the south who cause environmental problems but appear to deal with them by restricting Inuit activities and income. Conservation is unlikely to be effective when local people do not agree with it. Here we are presented with a case where the Inuit view of polar bear conservation clashes with that currently prevailing outside the Arctic.
There are few attempts here to present a diversity of views, nor is there much discussion that there might be a variety of opinions amongst Inuit and Inuvialuit themselves. The book meets its objective to present the Inuit perspective, despite the occasional descent into the near-ridiculous (trophy hunting of male bears, we are informed, benefits the population by reducing predation by males on cubs and sows). While the economic and social consequences of the sharply reduced harvest quota for Western Hudson Bay are clearly presented, there is little emphasis on the strong data suggesting that that population is declining because of diminishing ice cover. We are reminded that most data suggesting a negative effect of global change on polar bears come from only two populations but there is no critical assessment of why the Nunavut government, against scientific advice, increased the polar bear quota by 28% based on traditional knowledge. That decision damaged the perception of co-management outside the Arctic, partly because little documentation was provided to support it. The quota increase, later largely retracted, provided an opportunity to discuss the integration of traditional knowledge in conservation programmes. If it is to be used, that knowledge must be subject to scrutiny. No such discussion is presented, leaving the impression of a reluctance to examine critically the core issue of this book. Only one chapter explicitly reports that the quota based on traditional knowledge went against scientific evidence. Scientists make mistakes but their findings are scrutinized by peers and vigorously discussed. Calls simply to accept traditional knowledge without scrutiny as guidance for conservation are as misguided as suggestions to ignore it. The book also reports a worrying trend that suggests a backlash against wildlife research. Recurring complaints about marking of polar bears and other wildlife are possibly an attempt to prevent scientists from gathering data.
If you work on conservation in wilderness areas you are probably dealing with Aboriginal issues. Those involved or interested in marine resource use and management have undoubtedly come across the term ecosystem-based management (EBM). More than likely they have also encountered suggestions that EBM is not well defined, understood or implemented. Karen McLeod and Heather Leslie address these criticisms by editing this comprehensive book. It is in five sections, successfully taking the reader from the conceptual stages of EBM through to practical applications and implementation. Consisting of 19 chapters, the book includes contributions by over 40 marine scientists, managers and conservationists. EcosystemBased Management for the Oceans is a concise resource for those working in marine conservation and management. The book summarizes scientific support for EBM, and discusses legal and political issues pertinent to practising EBM.
Setting the Stage, the book's first section, introduces the reader to why EBM is becoming a prevalent theme in management of the oceans. A background chapter explores the state of the world's natural resources and concludes that we should promote an alternative management regime if we wish to benefit from our natural resources in the future. EBM, although hot as an ecological buzz-word, has been slow to influence how marine management is actually practised. The incentives and disincentives facing managers as they progress toward a more ecosystem-based management paradigm are explored in chapter 2. The challenges to EBM, such as complete restructuring of institutional procedures if the goals of EBM are to be met, are addressed.
The second section of the book reviews the concepts behind EBM, which is a holistic approach to management where all
